Letter From the Guest Editor
For many of us who practice forensic pathology in today's world of rapidly-evolving technologies, histopathology may seem somewhat quaint or old-fashioned. A poor cousin to far more glamorous members of the family of ancillary studies we employ (next-generation sequencing and tandem mass spectrometry leap to mind). For some who work in medical examiner offices or forensic pathology units without readily accessible histology labs, obtaining a set of routine H&E stained slides is an inconvenience, and a drain on scarce resources in these days of frozen budgets, increasing workloads, and pressures to maintain turnaround-times. It is too easy to forego histology in those cases that come to us with a story or scene typical of one cause of death or another. The young person with a known history of illicit drug use found dead in their locked apartment, drug paraphernalia found near the body. Straightforward, right? Order the toxicology and await the answer from the toxicology lab.
But what if the toxicology comes back negative? I would also submit to you that histopathology provides the modern forensic pathologist with a link to our past; to those pathologists who came before us. Those unassuming glass slides are tangible, and reviewable long after we are gone. I will never forget attending a lecture delivered by AFP's very own Dr. Chris Milroy on the topic of the murder of Cora Crippen in London in 1910. He showed photomicrographs of the slides from the autopsy...the actual slides reviewed by Sir Bernard Spilsbury. Still interpretable over 100 years later; a conduit to the great man himself.
When Dr. Keith Pinckard invited me to be the Guest Editor for this issue of Academic Forensic Pathology, I was as honored as I was daunted. Our vision was to provide the forensic pathologist with a pragmatic guide to the use of histopathology in those types of cases where the microscope may be the key to finding the answers we seek. As with any journal, the key to success lies with the colleagues who so generously donate their time to help us realize our goal. I am grateful to all those authors who came through with the themed papers for this issue, and who made my role in the creation of this issue completely painless. Thanks to the contributions of those authors, I believe we have realized our vision. I hope that you, the reader, agree.
Dr. Jacqueline Parai and the Interim Editor-in-Chief of AFP, Dr. Chris Milroy, kick off this issue with an overview of why histopathology is a useful, and often essential, component of the forensic autopsy. An important reminder in today's world of diminishing resources.
Drs. Emily Duncanson and Shannon Mackey-Bojack from the Jesse E. Edwards Registry of Cardiovascular Disease in St. Paul, Minnesota have produced an invaluable guide to the role of histopathology in cases of sudden cardiac death. We all know that the molecular autopsy will continue to change the way we approach these cases; however, until all those "variants of uncertain significance" find their significance (one way or the other), skillfully blocked sections of the heart will remain an essential component of the workup of these cases.
Two of the most histology-intensive case types, perinatal and pediatric, are deftly handled by a trans-Atlantic group of experts. Dr. Marta Cohen from Sheffield Children's Hospital provides us with an in-depth overview of the histopathological work-up of perinatal death, while Drs. Colleen D'Arcy, Lili-Naz Hazrati, and David Chiasson from the internationally-renowned Hospital for Sick Children in Toronto outline the hows and (most importantly) the whys of performing microscopy as part of the postmortem examination of infants and young children.
Dr. Dina El Demellawy, one of my pediatric pathology colleagues at the Children's Hospital of Eastern Ontario in Ottawa, has taken on the challenging topic of metabolic bone disease. In her paper, she provides practical advice on how to approach the microscopic assessment of possible cases (including the correct way to process and block bone sections) and describes the histologic features that can help distinguish rickets and osteogenesis imperfecta from fractures.
The field of neuropathology is well represented here as well. Dr. Lili-Naz Hazrati brings her extensive expertise to bear in her excellent article on chronic traumatic encephalopathy, while Drs. Marc Del Bigio and Petra Rahaman from the University of Manitoba have produced a thorough, practical, and very well-written review of traumatic brain injury and hypoxic-ischemic encephalopathy.
Drs. Chris Ball and Jayantha Herath from the Ontario Forensic Pathology Service in Toronto neatly bridge the theme from AFP's last issue in their review on the histologic findings one can expect in deaths due to environmental injuries (the titular "earth, air, water and fire"…not to be confused with a certain well-known R&B band from Chicago). Finally, Dr. Milroy, Dr. Parai, and I outline a series of drug-related deaths where the microscopy provided a key piece of the investigative puzzle.
I hope that we have achieved our goal of convincing the forensic pathology community of the utility of histopathology in death investigation. I also hope that you will all find this issue to be a useful and oft-referenced addition to your digital libraries. I would be remiss if I did not thank the wonderful editorial and production teams at AFP for their hard work and patience in dealing with a Guest Editor who has a tendency towards procrastination. Warm thanks also to Dr. Keith Pinckard and Dr. Chris Milroy, both for the invitation to participate in the creation of this issue and for the advice and guidance along the way.
So let us raise a glass to "pushing glass," and may we all aspire to be high power forensic pathologists.
